The phenomenon of fire has always played a significant and many-sided part in the history of human-kind. Throughout this history it has been put to many uses; for example, as an agent of succour, warmth and light, of healing and cleansing, but, sadly, also of destruction. This last capacity, is only too self-evident in contemporary society, with its daily reports of bombings, explosions and deaths and maimings caused by fire (see Prins, 1994) .
Fire as a phenomenon has held, and continues to hold, a fascination every bit as powerful as that evoked by life and death themselves. When put to destructive use it is an extremely worrying form of behaviour. Not only is its detection as a crime difficult, but the harm caused to persons and property can be horrendous. Sometimes a single victim is the chosen target, but others may become unintended victims, for fire spreads fast and its ravages are not easily contained.
Statistics from sources world wide indicate that fires of 'doubtful and malicious ignition' (to use the term preferred by fire-service authorities in the UK) and arson (the legal term deployed in many administrations) have been increasing considerably in recent years (see Prins, 1994 for further details -Chapter 3). It is therefore timely that the British Academy of Forensic Sciences has been able to publish two comprehensive and at the same time complementary papers in this issue of the Journal.
As Barnett and Spitzer indicate, although there is a wealth of literature on all aspects of 1 From a seventeenth century proverb. the topic, the amount of material that deals helpfully with motivation is, sadly, still quite small. Much of the published material has, until fairly recently, been anecdotal and of a significantly psycho-analytic orientation. Their review of all aspects of the topic is a welcome and substantial contribution to the literature, and as such will be of considerable assistance to forensic-psychiatric and criminological scholars and practitioners. Their reference to possible biological determinants in the causation of fire-raising behaviour is a welcome emphasis, but one that must receive cautious espousal.
lfthe review by our colleagues from Heidelberg reveals a paucity of data on motivation, then Dr Rix's detailed prospective study of a sizeable population begins to fill this gap in our knowledge in admirable fashion. As he correctly points out, there seem to have been all too few prospective studies of arsonists and although his own survey, is, as he acknowledges, still a comparatively small and selected psychiatric sample of some 153 cases it appears to be unique in its wealth of detail and the prospective sampling method used. The courts have rightly been concerned to try to explore the motivation for a crime whose origins often appear to be highly obscure. And indeed, as Dr Rix points out, the Appeal Court has indicated the desirability of a psychiatric opinion in these cases. However, it is important to acknowledge the possible dangers referred to by Soothill (1990) in over-ascribing psychiatric causality to all forms of criminal behaviour. Such caution is in fact seen within Dr Rix's own findings in that only about ten per cent of cases were given a psychiatric disposal. Of equal significance is his finding that in a further 28 per cent of cases it was not possible to make a clear psychiatric recommendation because of the borderline nature of the conditions suffered by the defendants. It is these borderline states, both of possible mental illness and of mental handicap (learning difficulty), that generate the greatest problems for the forensic-psychiatric professional who is charged with the investigation and management of one of the most dangerous or potentially dangerous groups of offenders. This seems highlighted by Dr Rix's finding that the revenge motive was a most common one in his sample; a finding also Bad Master' 3 found in other studies. Such findings echo the words of the Monster in Mary Shelley's novel Frankenstein: 'I am malicious because 1 am miserable'.
Both papers demonstrate the need to avoid complacency and the need for further conceptual and empirical research if we are to get to grips with the problems presented by those who seek to injure the persons and property of others by fire. r ..... -------------------.. ---------------------------- for discussion will be the case of Michael Shorey who was found guilty of murder at the Central Criminal Court in 1991.
Annual General Meeting
The next Annual General Meeting of the British Academy of Forensic Sciences will be held on Thursday 26 May 1994.
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